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both	 protagonists	 overstepped	 the	 scholarly	 bounds	 set	 for	 an	 exchange	 of	 argu-
ments,	 the	heat	at	 times	reaching	 the	boiling	point.	Billeter	 reproached	 Jullien	 for	
no	 less	 than	 instrumentalizing	China,	 fashioned	as	 the	absolute	Other	and	 instru-
mentalized	for	almost	no	other	purpose	than	to	continue	a	philosophical	discourse	
established	by	Jullien	himself,	a	discourse	that	became	ever	more	auto-referential,	
furthering	 only	 the	 most	 dubious	 of	 ideological	 interests.	 In	 one	 passage,	 Billeter	
goes	so	far	as	 to	claim	that,	 rather	 than	allowing	the	“Chinese	authors”	 their	own	
voice	and	letting	them	develop	their	own	arguments,	in	the	end	“it	is	always	him	[i.e.	
Jullien]	who	talks”	(Billeter	2006a,	p.	45).	Regardless	of	just	how	personal	Billeter’s	






























Marchaisse	 2000,	 Marchaisse	 2003,	 Cornaz	 and	 Marchaisse	 2004,	 Chartier	 and	
Marchaisse	2005,	Jousset	2006,	and	Serrurier	and	Bricout	2011);	to	the	publication	
of	the	partisan	Oser Construire: Pour Jullien	(Chartier	2007)	and	Billeter’s	answer	to	
it	(Billeter	2007);	to	the	many	discussions	of	Jullien	that	continue	to	take	as	their	start-
ing	point	the	exchange	with	Billeter	(cf.	Keck	2009).	The	text	by	Martin	and	Spire,	for	




other	partisan	volume	titled	Kontroverse über China: Sino-Philosophie	was	published	
in	2008	and	where	 the	 issues	 separating	Billeter	and	 Jullien	have	been	paralleled	
























the	 outright	 rejection	 of	 comparative	 philosophy	 on	 the	 side	 of	 the	 protagonists	
amounts	to	a	contribution	to	comparative	philosophy.	The	point,	obviously,	can	be	
argued	both	ways.	I	shall	then	argue	that	Botz-Bornstein	is	wrong	in	reading	the	de-
bate	as	one	of	philology	versus	philosophy,	particularly	 if	 the	 two	contenders	are	













exemplified	by	Feng	Youlan’s	attempt	at	 redefining	“Chinese	 identity	 in	 terms	op-






















levels.	 For	one	 thing,	he	of	course	admits	 to	comparing	all	 the	 time,	 for	 instance	



















the	use	of	 comparison?”	 (À quoi sert la comparaison?)	 in	his	Procès ou création,	
where	he	qualifies	his	comparativism	as	“essentially	fictive”	and	devoted	to	a		“purely	









tuting	 an	 excess,	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 which	 one	 introduces	 order;	 no	 heterotopy	 and	 no	
change	of	scenery	has	occurred.	(	Jullien	2012a,	p.	29)
Linking	comparison	to	the	concept	of	difference,	Jullien	further	parts	with	any	
and	 all	 comparativism	 and	 embraces	 more	 strongly	 than	 in	 his	 earlier	 work	 the	
	concept	of	distance-deviation	(l’écart);	difference	is	declared	a	concept	of	“putting	




































thought,	 he	 rather	 embarks	 on	 a	 deconstruction	 from	 without	 (déconstruction du 
dehors),	 thus	creating	 tensions	 that	alone	he	claims	are	able	 to	 revive	philosophy	
(2012b,	p.	60).	It	is	thus	that	Jean-Marie	Schaeffer	can	come	to	think	of	Jullien’s	work	
as	no	less	than	“one	of	the	most	decisive	contributions	to	contemporary	philosophi-
cal	 thought	at	 the	international	 level”	 (Schaeffer	2003,	p.	77).	For	reasons	that	 for	
lack	of	space	I	cannot	explicate	here,	I	do	not	share	Schaeffer’s	enthusiastic	assess-
ment	(cf.	Weber	forthcoming	in	2014).
The	second	characterization	of	 the	debate	that	Botz-Bornstein	offers	 is	 framed	
along	 and	 likened	 to	 historical	 clashes	 “between	 philologists	 and	 philosophers.”	
Compared	to	Jullien,	Billeter	is	described	as	“an	old-school	philologist	who	knows	
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his	Chinese	 and	his	 classics”	but	 has	only	modest	 ambitions	 “to	 enter	 a	 genuine	
philosophical	 discussion.”	The	 positions	 are	 clearly	 distributed,	 Billeter	 being	 the	
philologist	and	Jullien	the	philosopher,	while	both	are	considered	to	be	sinologists.	
This	allows	Botz-Bornstein	 to	 frame	 their	debate	as	a	 re-enactment	of	 the	 famous	
clash	between	von	Wilamowitz-Moellendorf	and	Nietzsche.	That	this	is	just	one	of	
many	possible	frames	must	be	clear	to	Botz-Bornstein;	he	himself	mentions	Keck’s	
framing	 of	 the	 debate	 as	 being	 similar	 to	 the	 “attacks	 by	 French	 enlightenment	
	thinkers	on	Jean-Jacques	Rousseau,”	which	can	hardly	be	called	a	debate	of	philol-
ogy	versus	philosophy.	Billeter	himself,	in	his	response	to	Oser construire: Pour Jul-





losophy	 for	 understanding	 what	 the	 Billeter-Jullien	 debate	 has	 been	 about?	To	 be	
sure,	neither	Billeter	nor	Jullien	follows	that	frame	directly.	Jullien,	for	instance,	ends	












title	 and	 in	 the	 allusion	 to	 the	 clash	 between	 von	 Wilamowitz-Moellendorf	 and	
	Nietzsche,	to	make	this	a	question	of	either-or	seems	not	very	useful.	Viewed	more	




For	 one	 thing,	 it	 allows	 Botz-Bornstein	 to	 claim	 some	 high	 philosophical	 ground	
from	which	 to	portray	“Billeter’s	convictions”	as	outdated,	as	“unusual	 in	a	post–
World	War	 II	world”	 (even	 in	 terms	of	ordinary	 “high	 school	education”),	 and	as	
lacking	 understanding	 of	 “what	 hermeneutic	 philosophy	 has	 attempted	 to	 clarify	
since	the	early	nineteenth	century.”	This	strikes	me	as	unnecessarily	polemical	and	
also	mistaken.	 If	 there	 is	any	consensus	on	 the	question	of	“genuine	philosophy,”	
then	 it	 is	 that	 there	 is	no	consensus	whatsoever.	Simply	 to	declare	New	Criticism	



























replicates	 the	 problem	 in	 his	 comment	 when	 he	 speculates	 that	 “the	 majority	 of	
	Jullien’s	 readers	will	 confirm	 that	China	has	become	more	 familiar	 to	 them	 in	 its	
otherness	through	these	books.”	This	is	an	empirical	statement,	and	insofar	as	it	is	
true,	 it	 is	 certainly	 true	 enough.	 But	 it	 is	 also	 a	 fact	 that	 the	 majority	 of	 Jullien’s	
	readers	seem	not	particularly	acquainted	with	“China,”	at	least	judging	by	the	many	
non-sinological	voices	speaking	out	in	favor	of	Jullien	in	the	French	debate,	among	
them	 philosophers	 of	 course,	 but	 also	 anthropologists	 (not	 working	 on	 “China”),	
psychoanalysts,	et	cetera	(with	the	notable	exceptions	of	Léon	Vandermeersch	and	
Kubin).	It	is	also	unclear	what	that	“China”	should	be	that	supposedly	becomes	more	
familiar	 by	 reading	 Jullien’s	 books.	 Following	 Jullien’s	 heterotopical	 “China,”	 it	
should	be	one	rooted	in	pre-seventeenth-century	Chinese	texts.






in	 the	Shanghai	and	Beijing	of	 the	1970s	 (see	 Jullien	2007,	p.	40).	What	we	 take	
“China”	 to	be	 in	philosophical	discourse	 is	an	 issue	 related	 to	a	number	of	other	

















1			–			Philippe	Nassif	has	pointed	out	 that	 the	affair	 can	hardly	be	called	a	debate,	
since	Jullien	was	content	only	to	rectify	the	errors	of	Billeter,	to	reaffirm	his	own	
method,	 and	 to	 scorn	 his	 opponent	 for	 exposing	 “weak	 thought”	 (	Jullien’s	
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my	personal	observations	of	 how	philosophy	 is	 often	dealt	with	 today	within	 the	
larger	field	of	the	human	sciences.	Weber’s	question	“Which	China	is	Jullien	actu-
ally	talking	about?”	is	precisely	one	of	those	questions	that	philosophers	are	asked	by	
those	more	empirically	minded	humanists.	 I	 try	 to	make	clear	 that	within	certain	
abstract,	philosophical	contexts,	such	questions	have	less	importance.	It	is	thus	not	
very	useful	to	point	out	that	the	frame	does	not	always	fit	in	a	literal	sense.	The	frame	
could	have	been	called	“empirical	versus	 speculative”	 (speculatio	being	 the	Latin	
translation	of	theoria),	which	would	have	eliminated	references	to	concrete	events	in	
the	history	of	philosophy.
It	is	also	true	that	Jullien	has	attempted	to	design	his	own	methodology,	which	he	
wants	at	times	to	push	beyond	the	limits	of	the	traditional	“comparative”	program,	
but	seen	through	a	wider	and	international	lens	Jullien’s	writings	still	overlap	very	
much	with	comparative	philosophy.
The	purpose	of	my	comment	was	not	to	give	grades	to	Billeter	and	Jullien	and	
evaluate	their	merits	in	sinology,	but	to	draw	attention	to	a	problem	that	concerns	
philosophy	and	the	humanities	in	general.
